
An Address delivered by Richard Garnett, Esq.,
LL.D., Ex-President of the Library Association,
at the Opening of the 17th Annual Meeting at
Belfast, September 4th, 1894.1

T SUPPOSE it can but rarely have happened that an address
-*• has been delivered before the Library Association under
circumstances of such embarrassment as attend the delivery of
mine. We know the fate of the inferior performer who follows
the well-graced actor. But this unfortunate mime has at least
these circumstances in his favour—his part is prepared for him ;
he has it by rote; and the responsibility rests in a measure
upon the author. I am my own author, and am, moreover,
suddenly called upon to fulfil the task, difficult enough at the
best, of supplementing the polished eloquence of one of the
most accomplished speakers of our time. I will not say that
this position was entirely unforeseen. When you, my Lord
Marquis, after rendering the Paris meeting a success by your
genial sympathy and ready assistance, conferred upon the
Association the yet higher honour of accepting its presidency,
it was of course perceived that public duties of far higher
importance might prevent you entering into the affairs of
libraries with the fulness of a professional librarian, or might
even prevent your attendance altogether. That the latter
calamity has not befallen us is a subject for deep satisfaction,
and I desire to express the gratitude of us all for the courtesy
and public spirit which have brought you here. The misfortune
is that the task of addressing this assembly on library matters,
with the briefest notice and most inadequate preparation, should
have devolved upon me. But I was President last year, and I
feel that the last holder of the office is the person justly liable for
undischarged accounts. May a similar state of things exist
next year, and may your Lordship, recognising the obligation as
I do, give the Association such an address as I cannot 1

1 As Secretary of the Library Association I have received a letter from Mr. J.
B. Martin in which he states that he " forbids " me to publish that portion of this
address which refers to the case of his wife against the British Museum. I have
replied, offering to print any reasonable statement Mr. Martin may send me—bat
I decline to obey his dictatorial and unreasonable cemtxattd, and as the Library
Association cannot be consulted in time for this issue I publish Dr. Garnett s
address on my sole personal responsibility.

J. Y. W. MACALISTER, Editor of THt LIBRARY.
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There is, indeed, one observation, if only one, which may
come with grace from the lips of a stranger, and could not have
been made by your Lordship. You, as an Irishman, can, and do,
welcome the Association to Ireland, but cannot express on its
behalf the gratification which it feels in finding itself there.
This, I can assure all present, is very sincere. Most of us have
the most agreeable recollections of our Dublin meeting, when
we enjoyed the hospitality of that noble seat of learning, Trinity
College, and which was the last public appearance of one of the
most illustrious of our profession—a man partly of Irish extrac-
tion—Henry Bradshaw. It is with no less satisfaction that we
now find ourselves guests of the prosperous and public-spirited
metropolis of Northern Ireland ; and great indeed would be
our pleasure if we could find reason to believe that our visit
would in any way tend to promote the library movement in the
sister island. This is the point to which I should have pre-
ferred to have chiefly addressed myself had it been possible;
but it is one in which I am to learn and not to teach. I have
seen and admired the noble national library in Dublin, which,
in extent, architecture, and management would do honour to
any city; but how far anything like a free library movement
exists in Ireland I have yet to be informed, and I see with great
pleasure upon our agenda a paper on the Irish library movement
in general by Mr. Dixon, and special papers on the Belfast
Public Library by Mr. Elliot and Mr. Gray. I should not be
surprised to understand that in most districts the movement
had not yet begun to move from obvious difficulties, partly
the " eternal want of pence," which, when libraries are the
theme, vexes the most opulent cities of Great Britain, and
which cannot but be a most formidable difficulty in a country
in general by no means wealthy—partly from other causes on
which I had better not touch on this occasion ; nor need I, for
they are visible to everybody. Certain I am that an indisposi-
tion of the Irish mind to knowledge and literature is not among
them. The Irishman loves knowledge, and for its acquisition
needs nothing but access to literature. Men of letters, science,
and art have always been held in the highest honour in this
country. Without indulging in any exaggerated visions of
early Irish civilisation, there undoubtedly was a time when the
pictorial art, then extinct almost everywhere else, attained one
of its most elegant developments in Ireland, and when Irish
scholars and missionaries bore the lamp of learning into thick

 at Sim
on Fraser U

niversity on June 8, 2015
http://library.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://library.oxfordjournals.org/


Addrtu by Dr. Garnett. 301

adjacent darkness. To a certain extent this is still the case.
Missionaries, indeed, no longer go forth from Erin ; but Carlyle
admonishes us that the man who, under an earlier dispensation,
would have been a preaching friar, now goes upon the Press,
"and sets up his pulpit, which he calls newspaper." Now,
it is matter of notoriety how largely the Press, not only of
Ireland, but of Great and Greater Britain and the United
States, is written and directed by Irishmen. Well, if Ireland
can produce editors, she can produce librarians, and if she can
produce librarians she can produce libraries. The obstacles
which may oppose the general extension of public rate-sup-
ported libraries throughout Ireland are not of a kind which
our Association can remove, or, indeed, prudently deal with
in any way. All we can hope is that its visit may both serve
to express its own sympathy with the cause, and may en-
courage Irishmen to follow the example set in Great Britain.
I do not mean to follow it with servility. It is quite possible
that an attempt to copy the English system exactly would
result in failure. 1 have read with great pleasure in this
morning's paper of the steps now being taken to establish a
free library in the flourishing town of Newry, but we must
remember that not all Irish towns are like Newry, and that the
deficiency of population and of rateable property prohibit any
considerable outlay in sites, buildings, and salaries. Under
such circumstances, if I may venture to speak of what I have
yet to learn, something analogous in its way to the trams and
light railways now opening up the poorer and remoter districts of
Ireland would seem to be desirable. The collections of books
in individual towns might be small, the library buildings might
be hired or of the most inexpensive character, the librarian's
duty might be combined with other more remunerative occupa-
tions—all this would not matter so long as the books were
systematically circulated from town to town, and no collection
in any member of the federation contained duplicates of the rest.
Take a village with only twenty books—by themselves, therefore,
scarcely worth having—but let the village be a member of a
federation of twelve similarly provided, and making a regular
monthly exchange with its neighbours, and each village will
have two hundred and forty volumes to read in the course of the
year. Without some such machinery it will evidently be far
from easy to introduce rate-supported libraries into the majority
of Irish districts; but by such a system of mutual aid as now
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suggested the incidence of the rate might be made almost
imperceptible. When we come to the large towns, I am by no
means sure that Galway or Sligo, for example, presents a
hopeful field for the advocates of municipal expenditure for
intellectual purposes. Even Edinburgh could not be induced
to rate itself until it received very substantial consideration from
the munificence of an enterprising Scotchman, who had made
a fortune abroad. I hope Irishmen will not wait for such
windfalls, but will consider the serious injury which the country
is receiving from being outside the main current of British
civilisation. This remark, I well know, has no application to
the city where I now am, or to the North of Ireland in general,
but it is impossible to be elsewhere in the country without
becoming sensible of an estrangement from the higher culture.
Some consciousness of this fact seems to be evinced in the eflForts
recently made to cultivate a peculiar type of literature in Ireland,
which, so far as they merely contemplate the recognition and
conservation of the peculiarly Celtic aspects of our literature,
have my warmest approval. I subscribe to every word that
Matthew Arnold has said of " Celtic magic" and its happy
influence as an element in English literature. But whatever
it may have been when a Celtic language was its vehicle, it
is now not a literature, but a literary element. The only Irish
literature now is British literature, adorned, ennobled, spiri-
tualised by this Celtic factor, but still British, and the need of
the Irishman is that this rich possession should be made his own,
not that an artificial literature should be manufactured for him.
Literature follows language, even if the language be dead, much
more when it is a living and growing organism, daily expanding
more and more to the airs of heaven above, and striking deeper
and deeper root into the soil of national life below. Let us there-
fore realise that the choice for the Irishman lies between his
heritage in the national literature of the United Kingdom and
no national literature; and let us, by bringing that literature
to as many Irish homes as possible, provide lest a people
naturally as little inclined to provincialism as any in the world,
should be provincialised by estrangement from the best produc-
tions of the language in which they themselves think and speak
and write. We must remember that " Irish " and " Milesian "
are not convertible expressions.

Passing from the reflections naturally suggested by our Irish
visit to the affairs of our Association, I have to express my
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regret that from want of time,'composing as I am on the eve of
departure, with one foot on sea and one on shore, I am unable
to say anything upon the ample list of agenda before us. I feel,
however, that they may be safely entrusted to the wisdom of
the meeting. There is one perpetual topic, which it would be
inexcusable to omit on this occasion of all others, seeing how
very seldom we have an opportunity of treating it in the hearing
of a legislator. I am sure that, as concerns our President, our
cause is won already, and that he must deeply sympathise with
the disadvantages under which free libraries labour from the in-
sufficiency of the funds available for their support from rates.
In America, I see, public opinion has progressed so far that a Bill
has been actually introduced into the New Hampshire Legis-
lature to compel all towns with a certain amount of population to
provide for public libraries whether they like it or not. This
raises questions on which philosophers are not agreed. I should
say myself that if States are not justified in compelling citizens to
be vaccinated, neither are they justified in bringing the means
of self-instruction within their reach, and vice versd. I must
acknowledge, however, that it is added that this Bill is not likely
to be enacted just yet. Whether our President would be pre-
pared to go so far I do not know, but I am sure that his advocacy
will never be wanting to any practicable proposal for removing
restrictions upon the growth of the free library system. More
effectual, however, than even that eloquent voice will be the aid
we can bring ourselves by showing that our aims and ideals are
high; that we are actually doing a great work, and that " if the
bowl were stronger the song would be longer." In a word, that
whatever the community may please to grant, it may be sure of
getting value for its money. This can only be done by proving
that libraries are extensively disseminating useful literature.
The high percentage of the issues of fiction is a great stumbling-
block to many sincere friends of libraries. It, as well as the
betting nuisance, of which I hope we stall soon make an end, is
constantly brought forward by an antagonistic class—the ene-
mies of libraries. As these persons are generally the enemies of
education too, I do not believe in the sincerity of the argument
as coming from them, for they must surely think that if people
do read, the less they improve their minds thereby the better.
But, sincere or insincere, the argument has much plausibility
and some justice. Every librarian has a strong interest in
diminishing its weight by keeping down the percentage of the
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issues of fiction as much as possible—not of course by dis-
couraging the perusal of the great masters—the Scotts, the
Kingsleys, the George Eliots—whom all allow to be invaluable
agencies in their building up of character—but by abstaining
from trashy novels which may happen to be in demand for a
season, and by employing bis personal influence to assist the
demand for instructive books. It has been stated that the
demand for novels is sometimes stimulated by numbers of
copies of such as are popular for the moment being procured
simultaneously. I can hardly believe this, if so the practice
is most objectionable. If the books are borrowed and returned
the library becomes to that extent a circulating library, which
was never contemplated by the Act. If they are bought there
must be great waste of money, for in a year or two they will be
worth nothing to keep, and can only be parted with at a heavy
loss. This is so evident that I cannot believe that the practice
has prevailed to any extent. Besides the personal influence of
the librarian, there are other means of creating the public senti-
ment which is needed to put libraries into a satisfactory position,
which may mostly be summed up in the precept of an intimate
alliance with other educational agencies. Do not be isolated.
Help the School Board as far as possible, and the voluntary
schoolmaster too. Give their pupils, present and past, every
facility for resorting to the library. If the structure of the
library permits, encourage lectures and exhibitions under its
roof, and make it an instrument for encouraging those that may
be given elsewhere. By these and similar measures on the part
both of librarian and committee-men the needful public senti-
ment will be created in time, and when once the community has
made the development of libraries its affair, no man can predict
how far this development may go.

The address I delivered at Aberdeen last year was mainly
retrospective, and I do not know that subsequent events in the
library world call for especial remark, except one legal question
which has arisen, and which, I think, deserves the attention of
the Council of the Association. This is the action brought by
Mrs. Victoria Woodhull Martin against the trustees of the
British Museum. Mrs. Martin, a lady of such distinction in
the United States that she has twice been a candidate for the
highest office in the gift of her countrymen, was libelled years
ago in a very contemptible pamphlet. This pamphlet acciden-
tally found its way to the British Museum, where, after reposing
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for sixteen years, it was read by one of Mrs. Martin's friends.
Mrs. Martin forthwith brought an action, not against the friend,
but against the British Museum. The pamphlet had been with-
drawn the moment its character was pointed out; the trustees
expressed their regret, but because they would not give up the
name of the vendor of the book and publish an apology in the
newspapers, Mrs. Martin would have the law of them. I
mention this in no unMndness to our fair adversary, but to
show the risk to which you may be exposed should you have to
deal with a litigious, or, let us say, a highly sensitive person.
To show the difficulty you would have in protecting yourselves,
I may mention that Mrs. Martin's friend had to read through 118
pages (I think that was the number) before he could find the libel.
And, most important point of all, although this wretched pam-
phlet was the only publication brought prominently forward at
the trial, Mrs. Martin's complaint embraced books of real his-
torical importance, such as a library like the Museum was abso-
lutely bound to have upon its shelves, but in which she was
disrespectfully mentioned. Now, it is impossible to write con-
temporary history without making statements which must hurt
or offend individuals, and it is impossible to say in what corner
of almost any book something may not lurk which may con-
ceivably be actionable. Mrs. Martin's case certainly did not
afford much encouragement to similar proceedings. She lost
her cause, and I may add that the immunity of booksellers in
similar cases, which seems to imply that of librarians, was laid
down most distinctly by Mr. Justice Wills in the remarkable
action of Mrs. Weldon against certain booksellers for vending
libels upon her. Still, we have all heard of the glorious uncer-
tainty of the law, and one successful, or even unsuccessful action
of this kind would do great harm to free libraries by intimidating
gentlemen of standing from acting upon their committees. I
therefore think it would be well if all libraries were once for all
protected by a short Act exempting them from proceedings in
similar cases, and especially enacting that books in which the
matter complained of was casual and not the very stuff and
substance of the production, should never be liable to be with-
drawn ; neither should bond-fidt controversial tracts in which
feeling might be carried too far. Libellous attacks on private
character should undoubtedly be excluded, but even there the
complainant should be required to institute proceedings against
the author or publisher, pending the result of which the book
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should be withdrawn. If our Council will draft a measure
calculated to effect these objects, I may very safely promise it
the support of our President, and of every scholar and thinker
who is sensible of the preciousness of the historical record and
of the mischief of allowing it to be tampered with to gratify the
sensitiveness of individuals.

And now, though I have disclaimed any retrospective pur-
pose in this address, I cannot but, in conclusion, remark upon
the combination of agreeable recollections which our meeting in
this city inevitably brings before us. We have met in the metro-
polis of Ireland; we now meet in her second city. We have
met in Manchester and in Liverpool; we now meet in a city
uniting the manufacturing greatness of the one with the marine
pre-eminence of the other. We have met in the venerable
colleges of Oxford and Cambridge; we now meet in a seat of
learning of the modern time, equipped with every instrument of
culture, conspicuous among which is to be reckoned a noble
library, owing its existence to the civilising and conciliatory
thought of a great statesman—an English graft on an Irish stem,
in whose flourishing condition, hospitable as it is to every sect
and every party, we may discern the emblem and the earnest of
the perfect fusion of the people of these islands in language, now
nearly accomplished—in blood, becoming more intimate day by
day—in interests, which the course of events is irresistibly work-
ing out—in literature, which, in our humble way, we are met
here to promote.
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